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Abstract
In traditional Latinx culture, Latinas have always prioritized the needs of others before their own.
Oftentimes, so much of their time and energy goes towards providing others with the aid and
resources to thrive. In conducting pláticas with four Latina student leaders who held an
executive leadership role within a Latina student organization, it quickly became evident that
these patterns and behaviors appeared in their leadership approach. With the little aid they
receive from the University, they are the individuals who are solely responsible for fostering
enriching experiences for their student members. Although they lead with compassion, love, and
a strong drive to create a sense of belonging for their student members, it can easily become
overwhelming, exhausting, and cause burnout for Latina student leaders. By centering the
stories of undergraduate Latina student leaders and collectively engaging in intentional
community building at the University of San Diego, this action research project brings
awareness of the values Latina students center in their leadership approach and the direct
needs they expressed to feel better supported in their leadership development. To highlight their
voices, motives, and experiences, participants and I created a virtual magazine, where readers
of this piece will be able to learn more about the prevailing work Latina students are committed
to implementing in their student organizations. This Action Research project acts as a resource
in bringing insight to the University of San Diego administrators in gaining awareness about the
needs of their student leaders, and how they can foster increased, equitable resources for them.
Keywords: Latina student leaders, Latina student organizations, Latina leadership,
Leadership Development
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¡Arriba Las Mujeres!: Incorporating Self Care Practices, Pláticas, and Testimonios to
Enhance Leadership Development amongst Latina Student Leaders
I was raised surrounded by resilient, big-hearted, selfless, Mexican women in southeast
Los Angeles. My mom, grandma, and tías, (aunts), sacrificed their all to provide better futures
for their children; they have all had such a significant impact on my character, and I owe so
much of my success to them. Throughout my upbringing, and to this day, they continuously pour
their hearts out in their work, their creative projects, and in the delicious meals they prepare.
Their generosity and kindness are felt in every space we’re in together, and they are always so
willing to offer help and support to others, while never asking for anything in return. I am forever
grateful for the abundant support and love they have poured onto me, but wish I had realized
earlier how important it was to reciprocate the uplifting and comforting energy they would
undoubtedly constantly offer to me.
In traditional Mexican culture, one of the best qualities an individual can hold is providing
endless amounts of help to others, yet when asking for it in return, one gets labeled as weak,
powerless, and exaggerative. Although I try to challenge this stigma, at times, I find myself
believing this to be true, which results in me ignoring the signs my exhausted body is sending
me to relax and ask for help and guidance in areas I am not too familiar with. Being the eldest
daughter of four children, and the first to navigate higher education, I never felt complete
confidence in what I was doing, and struggled to reach out for help. However, I found myself in
many situations where I was constantly sacrificing my own needs and making myself available
to support peers, friends, and coworkers as they shared their own experiences of struggling and
feeling lost.
I realized I was so willing to provide unconditional support and dedicate time and
attention to listen to the needs of others, while completely ignoring the ways I was secretly
suffering. Upon reflecting on this internal issue, I remember thinking about my tías, and the way
they never brought up their own struggles; I was subconsciously adopting this pattern of
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unhealthy behaviors and did not realize how much it was affecting my mental health. As I began
holding different leadership positions, I found myself repeatedly neglecting my needs to make
myself accessible and ready to listen and help other individuals overcome the issues they were
experiencing. It was not until I started my position as a resident assistant that I learned about
the official concept of self-care, and boundary setting. As I sat in my resident assistant training
and listened to the different self-care practices being shared by my advisors, I knew I needed to
take care of myself to become my best self.
When working as a resident assistant, my advisors constantly encouraged and reminded
our team to prioritize self-care, to the point where they worked with our staff in dedicating certain
meetings to center around self-care activities and open vent sessions where folks shared their
honest feelings, and the ways they felt most comfortable being supported. Implementing this
technique greatly helped me in becoming a stronger, intentional, and passionate leader in my
position as a resident assistant because I was able to deliberately put attention, time, and care
into gaining back the uplifting, thoughtful, and optimistic energy I had almost forgotten about,
which were some of my strongest leadership qualities. Not only was neglecting the care and
attention my body was crying out for affecting me, but I realized I was releasing the minimal
amount of energy to my residents, whom I was responsible for leading, motivating, and guiding.
Holding the resident assistant role helped me stay accountable to actively implement self-care
into my schedule to the point where it became habitual and ultimately resulted in a positive shift
of energy.
Upon having the opportunity to become involved with multiple Latinx student
organizations on my undergraduate campus, I started noticing many of the Latina student
leaders share about feeling overwhelmed, stressed, and overworked due to the majority of their
energy going towards prioritizing the needs of others. At the time, our subconscious efforts of
self-care would be venting to one another in our tiny Latinx Student Union office, but after our
conversations, we would brush off these emotions and would continue on with our lives until
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those feelings would come up again. There were never intentional practices being implemented
with student leaders; we were never asked to reflect on our well-being, responsibilities, or
pressures we experienced as student leaders, and how we can be better supported through
these challenges.
With the demanding responsibilities of student leaders, practicing self-care can
oftentimes be a challenge; it is essential that student leaders have accessible forms of
practicing self-care and are encouraged to practice wellness activities to ensure they are the
best leaders they have envisioned themselves to be. I feel proud and extremely thankful to be a
first-generation Latina pursuing a graduate program; I want to continue advocating for students
and work towards dismantling obstacles that hinder their paths to success. However, I can’t help
but think about the many student leaders who were raised to believe the similar cultural myth of
needing to prioritize others before ourselves and the expectation Latina women feel in carrying
out this practice.
For this reason, I chose to complete this action research project by collaborating with a
group of four Latina undergraduate student leaders to identify if intentionally incorporating
self-care strategies elevates them in feeling stronger, more confident, and self-compassionate
student leaders. Leading with a lens of intersectionality and mindfulness, I interactively engaged
with Latina student leaders in fostering a comforting, accepting, safe space that allowed us to
find community amongst one another.
Despite the recent improvements that have been made in battling the pandemic, it is
critical to continue to be mindful of the effects this period of time has had on individuals. We
must not ignore the ways current events have impacted our well-being and leadership
approaches. Even though there is yet to be a designated student support services that solely
focuses on outreaching to student organization leaders, and helping them stay accountable in
implementing self-care into their daily practices, I believe it is important to share the findings of
this study with Student Health and Wellness offices along with Student Support Services and
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Latinx student organizations to see the potentially positive impact the integration of self-care has
on the success of student leaders, which is something I am committed to implementing as a
future student affairs practitioner. In observing the ways Latina student leaders feel a
responsibility to lead the student members in their organizations, I centered my study on
identifying the resources and activities Latina student leaders partake in or rely on to help
alleviate the pressures and stress that come with holding the sole responsibility to lead Latina
student organizations. In doing so, my overarching action research question was: “How or in
what ways is the upliftment, validation, and encouragement that Latina student leaders pour
onto their students reciprocated back to them?” By observing themes and patterns, I then
sought to answer the following sub questions: “How will intentionally incorporating uplifting
practices with Latina student leaders enhance their leadership development?” and “How do
Latina student leaders want to receive consistent institutional support to excel intra and
interpersonally?”
Background & Literature Review
While searching for data, past studies, and information to compose my literature review, I
focused on gathering articles that centered the experiences of Latina student leaders in higher
education. As I sought information on Latina student leadership, I knew I needed to be specific
and detailed in my search process. Therefore, I was intentional about using terms such as
“Latinas”, “higher education”, and “leadership positions” to ensure I was finding more recent
articles that discussed this increasing student population. While navigating different databases, I
searched for articles in the “Peace Research Abstracts”, “Soc-INDEX”, “Family Studies
Abstracts”, and “Educational Administration Abstracts.” I did this to gain an in-depth
understanding of common dynamics and themes that academic professionals have found while
working with Latina student leaders, while also immersing myself in learning about the different
factors that have shaped Latinas’ leadership. Although the experiences of Latina students are
unique, and multidimensional, when reading different studies about Latina student’s leadership
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approaches, the majority “focused on the importance of community and the members of their
organization saw their role as leaders as serving and empowering others, benefiting the
organization, and making a positive impact” (Curran & Fuselier, 2020, p. 46). In my findings, I
was able to learn about the significant role Latina student leaders hold in sustaining Latina
student organizations (LSOs), their motives for doing so, along with the trusting, empowering,
and validating community that is fostered in these spaces (Montelongo, 2017). It was fascinating
to discover the correlation amongst the values many Latina student leaders carry, and how they
align with executing the mission of LSOs, which are often defined as “student led and organized
subcultures that aim to support the academic success of Latina students, promote cultural
awareness among the larger university community, participate in meaningful community service,
and engage in advocacy regarding the concerns of their marginalized communities”
(Castellanos, 2016, p. 242). In order to gain a clearer perspective and greater understanding of
the motives, journeys, perspectives, and influences Latina student leaders implement into their
leadership approaches, I intentionally searched for articles that discussed Latina college
students and their leadership experiences.
Cultural Influences on Leadership
Upon reading about the leadership styles of many Latina student leaders, it was
interesting to observe the ways cultural values significantly influence Latina leadership
(Montelongo, 2019). For many Latinx families, one of the most important aspects and values of
life is supporting and attending to familial needs. Traditionally speaking, no matter the
circumstances, “family always comes first.” The pressure to conform to this is especially placed
on Latina women, (Espinoza, 2010), who are expected to always prioritize attending to their
family before anything else in order to be praised by others as a “good Latina woman” (Mount,
2015, p. 328). Due to this value being ingrained in many Latina women at a young age, it often
subconsciously results in prioritizing the needs of others before attending to their own. While
gathering data to learn more about Latina leaders, the majority of articles discussed the positive

11
impact students had by actively participating in LSO’s. Rarely did the articles amplify the
experiences of the women who were leading the LSO members, who are also students with
multiple responsibilities. The stories and encounters of feeling mentally and emotionally
exhausted because of the tedious event planning process, feeling an overwhelming amount of
pressure to foster a validating and empowering community, and the stories of being a real
person with real emotions and responsibilities outside of leading a LSO were missing. Although
it was inspiring to read about the profound impacts many student members felt with being an
active LSO member and the safe spaces and motivation that allowed them to prosper in their
higher education journey, the majority of the literature failed to speak on the ways the Latina
student leaders responsible for leading LSO’s receive the upliftment, love, and validation they
unconditionally pour onto their student members (Beatty, 2015). It is important to acknowledge
this gap in academic writing to ensure this population of student leaders is not forgotten about,
and whose needs are listened to and advocated for to ensure their leadership development
continues to strengthen and their holistic wellbeing is attended to.
With many Latina student leaders embedding their cultural values into their leadership
practice, in studies that have already been conducted, the Latinas highlighted all spoke about
the way they “felt responsible to build a sense of support and community within a group” (Curran
& Fuselier, 2020, p. 42). With little institutional aid, many Latina leaders created their own
“therapeutic spaces” (Castellanos, 2016, p. 257) where they depended on each other for
encouragement and guidance. Outside of their LSO responsibilities, pressure and stressors are
placed on Latina student leaders as they are the sole providers of resources and support for
their Latina student members. Latina student leaders are also students pursuing their education
journey, whose needs must be amplified and centered to ensure they have the capacity to take
care of themselves and the Latina student members who rely on the LSOs for social and
emotional support. As LSO student leaders continue to “serve as valuable resources that
address Latina students’ psycho, socio, and cultural well-being, for their student members”

12
(Castellanos, 2016, p. 256), it is important that higher education institutions offer additional
resources and attention to LSO student leaders and value their experiences, knowledge, and
expertise as a bridge in knowing how to adequately foster services that intentionally support
their Latina student population.
Poderosas Changing the World
In understanding the challenges Latinas experience in their roles as student leaders, it
continues to be important for higher education institutions to reflect on the ways they are
allowing inequitable experiences for their student body (Delgado-Bernal, 2016). By allowing
Latina student leaders to partake in applicable decision making processes, or inviting them into
conversations to share their stories, higher education professionals would be able to have a
greater understanding of the practices and policies they must alter to ensure their student
population is thriving, especially those who hold identities who have continuously been
underserved and underrepresented. In widening my understanding of Latina student leaders,
and the little writing that focuses on their perspectives and experiences, I plan to take action
with them in amplifying their voices, stories, and requests for enhanced institutional guidance to
ensure their brilliance and community’s hard work is not forgotten about.
Context
As a first generation Latina graduate student, I understand what it feels like to be
invalidated and overlooked. Although I have recently begun to accept the ‘leadership’ title, I
never truly felt like I fit into the leadership identity that was constantly depicted in media and
institutions. While pursuing my undergraduate journey, I was actively involved in multiple Latinx
cultural organizations where our small team of executive board members was responsible for
planning every detail of every event, we had an absent faculty advisor who would often forget
about the events we were hosting, and never once asked us how we were really doing. Our
team had a strong relationship with one another, where we could trust, confide and vent
amongst one another, yet we were never supported by anyone else outside of our executive
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board team. Although we saw the direct positive impact our events had on our student
members, our events could have been even more successful if there was more collaboration
and awareness amongst the university community and our organization. There were many
times where our executive board team was so overwhelmed and stressed with the many
demands and pressures of being a student leader, yet all we could turn to for help was one
another because of the lack of assistance that was available for us to seek when confronted
with these emotions. In understanding the role of a Latina student leader, I chose to work with
this population because I can relate to the frustration, stress, and burn-out feelings they are
experiencing. I want to act as a resource in developing an initiative that may help raise
awareness of their needs, resources, or events they want the campus community to be aware of
to ensure their experience as Latina student leaders is praised, celebrated, and respected.
Project Rationale
In planning my methodology cycles, I wanted to incorporate a Chicana Feminist
Participatory Action Research (CFPAR) design due to the fact that CFPAR “allows academic
action researchers to critically examine the structures and resources that exist or that are
needed to implement programs successfully, and to foster a space that cultivates Latina
resilience for women in different roles and positions across this institution” (Lopez et al., 2020, p.
873). CFPAR is a key method to use when conducting studies because it “has led to creating
strong collaborations and a space that fosters resilience among women of color in a higher
education institution” (Lopez et al., 2020, p. 873). To continue helping Latina student leaders
foster meaningful relationships amongst other Latina student leaders, I felt that incorporating
CFPAR ensures students' experiences are validated and seen as valuable knowledge that plays
a role in shaping the future.
Throughout each of the three focus groups, participants and I engaged in pláticas
because of the “more appropriate form of engaging with the Latin@ population” (Delgado &
Fierros, 2016 p.103) and the “relationship building component” (Delgado & Fierros, 2016 p.103)
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that is embedded within this form of data collection. Throughout the platicas, we built trusting
connections with one another, since the first focus group that took place in March 2022, as we
came together to share our counterstories and testimonios as Latina student leaders at the
University of San Diego.
Throughout our time together, I planned to incorporate the sharing of testimonios and
counterstories because cultivating counter-spaces in higher education settings provides
students with an opportunity to intentionally listen to the experiences and acts of resilience
many have adopted while navigating higher education. Tijerina-Revilla (2010) defines
counter-spaces as “spaces in which participants are actively resisting mainstream perspectives,
particularly those that uphold white supremacist, imperialist, patriarchal, heteronormative, and
citizenist ideologies” (p. 39). By fostering counter-spaces amongst Latinas who share similar
experiences, we are “declaring that women’s knowledge is valid, and their intuition counts as
knowledge” (Lopez et al., 2020, p. 874). In addition, Flores and Garcia (2009) emphasize the
fact that “being able to have a space where the voices, stories, and testimonios of Latina
women are acknowledged at Predominantly White Institution is vital for their survival” (Flores
and Garcia, 2009, p. 155).
In planning for the second cycle (April 2022), co-participants and I engaged in another
plática where we participated in a community building activity that centered on learning about
the ways culture impacts our leadership approach. This was done to help participants feel
connected to others and relate the ways culture shapes and impacts the way we approach
leadership. It was important to again center testimonios as a way of gaining knowledge because
of the ways it gives agency to individuals who are often underserved and underrepresented. It is
a collective strategy that deconstructs the apartheid of knowledge that exists in the academy
and allows Chicana/Latina researchers and participants to center ourselves-our knowledge,
positionalities and experiences-into the process of theorizing, researching, teaching, and
reflecting” (Huber & Cueva, 2012, p. 393).
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For our third and final plática, we began with a community building activity, and together
worked on the design and creation of the magazine pages that aimed to center their message
and stories. In Appendix E, a chart that describes more information about the semi structured
questions for my cycles can be found.
Research Design
In planning the pre-cycle process, it was important for me to establish rapport with my
co-participants to ensure they felt comfortable sharing their experiences with someone they
have never been in community with before. Throughout the cycles, they were asked to speak on
vulnerable topics. Although they were invited to share only what they felt comfortable speaking
upon, I want my co-participants to feel comfortable, empowered, and encouraged to share.
Site Location: University of San Diego
In searching for participants, I intentionally chose to work with Latina student leaders
who hold a position/role within a Latina student organization. Since this action research is
focused on amplifying the stories, perspectives, and experiences of Latina student leaders as
they attend the University of San Diego, I reached out to the director of the Associated Student
Government to request assistance with participant outreach. Since the director oversees all of
the official student organizations at the university,I sent out a Letter for Permission to the
director that can be found in Appendix B. Once I received this signed letter from the director, I
sent out a flyer to the director for some assistance in recruiting participants for my action
research study; this flyer can be found in Appendix C. Although I was hoping to recruit eight
Latina student leaders to partake in my study, four students were available to participate for the
entirety of the study. As an incentive and thank you for participating in the study, I provided a
five dollar gift card to every student.
Recruitment: Fostering Rapport
As I underwent the recruitment process and gained familiarity of the different Latina
Student Organizations at the University of San Diego, I was able to attend a Latina student
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organization meeting. This allowed me to introduce myself, my action research project, and
simultaneously take note of the organization’s group dynamics.
In order to have a more intimate setting amongst participants, I decided to host the
pláticas in person for one hour at a single site, which was at the University of San Diego. The
focus groups took place inside a classroom at the University of San Diego where co-participants
sat together to allow for an interactive, welcoming, inclusive environment for participants to
share their experiences as Latina student leaders. During each of the focus groups, I provided
non alcoholic beverages and food for participants to enjoy as we participated in the pláticas.
Since we all met in person, in one location, I made sure to sanitize the space with cleaning
supplies before co-participants arrived. It was important and necessary for me to take all
possible precautions to ensure participants' safety. In the case that we may have had to
quarantine, I would have conducted virtual focus groups on Zoom. Throughout the focus
groups, my intent was for my participants not to incur harm. In the case that there may have
been minimal risk, I made sure to provide a list of campus and community resources that
provided support for my participants. This list of campus and community resources can be found
in the informed consent, located in Appendix A. At every focus group, I also made sure that I
provided hard copies of the campus and community resources that were available to them.
Data Collection
Upon deciding which approach to take when completing my Methodology section, I knew
I wanted to take an interactive approach with my co-participants. Being mindful of the many
stressors and responsibilities they hold, I knew I wanted this portion of my action research
project to be engaging,insightful, and exciting. After reading the ways Latina student leaders’
experiences and identities are left out of the literature, I decided I wanted to create a mini
magazine with my co-participants where their stories, leadership, and experiences are centered
and amplified. The magazine centered around participants answering the following questions in
whatever creative ways they were called to do so: “How do you feel the University of San Diego
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can better support your Latina Student Organization,” “Who motivates you to be a leader?”, as
well as “How does your cultural background impact your leadership approach?” In planning this
process, creating and ensuring consent forms are signed by every participant was necessary. It
was clearly stated that being featured in the mini magazine was completely optional and
voluntary. It was required for every participant to sign the informed consent, and it was clearly
stated that if at any point, they wanted to withdraw from the study, there was going to be no
penalties for doing so. Since my action research focuses on the stories of Latina student
leaders, I also audio recorded the sessions. Co-participants were informed that only I had
access to the audio recordings, and once this project was completed, the recordings were to be
deleted.
Pre-Cycle: Preparing for the Recruitment Process
As I entered the recruitment phase, I wanted to enter this stage in an ethical manner that
was considerate and respectful of the responsibilities Latina student leaders were already
carrying. Oftentimes, the most eventful and busiest time of the school year is the Spring
semester. With my data collection stages also occurring during this time, I felt a bit nervous to
put an additional responsibility on the already full plate of Latina student leaders. For this
reason, I added a gift card incentive for participants and advertised the study as being a way to
reflect and showcase significant leadership experiences students have experienced during their
time at the University of San Diego. After creating a flyer with all of the research information and
participant expectations, I contacted the Student Activities Department at the University of San
Diego to discuss potential recruitment strategies. Working alongside the director of Student
Activities, we created an excel document with all of the active student leaders who were on the
executive board of Latina Student Organizations. On the spreadsheet, we included their name,
email, and the organization they were leading. During this process, the director of Student
Activities was able to make themselves a resource and extend support in working through this
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process. Once this spreadsheet was complete, I was able to begin the recruitment process and
begin sending emails to potential co-participants.
The email that was sent to potential co-participants included a greeting, the purpose of
the study, the style of data collection they would be engaging with, the time that would be
required of them to participate, and the amount of dates they would be required to attend. Being
aware of the time of the semester, I was entering this stage with an open mind and ready to
learn about techniques that would be helpful to incorporate into this stage of the study. Meeting
with the Director of Student Activities was very helpful because of the resources and information
they have access to. Since they were able to share the names of the Latina Student
Organizations, and the active leaders, I knew I needed to ensure there was a ‘Request for
Permission Letter’ signed by this University department. With my co-participants being such a
specific population, I knew specific and intentional outreach efforts needed to be conducted to
gain the interest and participation of my co-participants. This would have been a more
challenging process if not for the guidance that was provided by the Director of Student
Activities.
Observations and Critical Reflection
As mentioned above, with the data collection process having been conducted in the
Spring semester, going into the recruitment process, I knew it was going to be a challenge in
recruiting student leaders. Oftentimes, the students who are on the Executive Board of their
student organization are upper class or graduating students, which puts an additional stressor
onto them. In reflecting on the data collection stage, I believe it would have been beneficial for
the student leaders as well as myself, as the researcher, to have begun the data collection
process earlier. This would have helped with alleviating the stress from the ongoing
responsibilities that student leaders are booked with in the Spring semester.
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Planning for the Next Cycle
Using the information that was provided for me by the Director of Student Activities, I
ensured the information that was displayed there was accurate and up to date by cross
referencing the information to the Student Organizations website. Once the excel sheet was
completed and matched the active members' contact information, I began sending out
recruitment emails to each of the Latina student leaders who held executive board positions in
their Latina Student Organization. The email that was sent can be found below.
Email Sent:
“Hi X,
I hope this email finds you and your loved ones safe and well!
My name is Alandra Sánchez, and I am a graduate student in my last semester of the
Master of Arts in Higher Education Leadership Program.
To fulfill my graduation requirement, I must complete my capstone action research
project, where I am seeking to explore the leadership development of undergraduate Latina
student leaders (who hold e-board positions within Latina student organizations), and learn
about the ways cultural capital influences this development. My research will then be used to
amplify the stories of Latina student leaders and share their experiences for the USD community
to create enhanced services to support the holistic success of Latina undergraduate students.
I was emailing you to ask if by any chance I would be able to visit an e-board meeting
with X Organization to ask if any of the e-board members would potentially be open to
participating in my Action Research project?
Thank you so much for your time and energy!! I'm looking forward to hearing from you
soon!!
Best,
Alandra”
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Throughout this stage, I wanted to ensure that each of the Latina student leaders were
aware that this research project was meant to be a way for the Latina students to center their
narrative and speak on their experiences. This project was created to amplify their voices and
help the University of San Diego gain a better understanding of the ways they can enhance their
support for the holistic success of Latina student leaders.
Cycle 1: Recruiting Student Leaders
A recruitment email was sent to ten Latina student leaders who were listed as Executive
Board members of their student organization. After this email was sent to them, I received a
confirmation from four of the Latina student leaders. They received the email, and expressed
enthusiasm and interest in joining the project. They were excited because of the Spanish title as
well as the fact that it was centering Latina student leaders' voices. Although the initial forms of
communication were taking place through email, it was interesting to observe the reactions of
the student leaders. Witnessing the emotion that was displayed felt reassuring and exciting as if
just by reaching out to the student leaders had already resulted in a significant impact. It was
reassuring to receive this feedback because it was a reminder of the significance and necessity
of this work, which made me, as the primary researcher, even more grateful for the opportunity
to collaborate with others in bringing awareness of this significant topic that I have a personal
connection to.
In addition to getting email confirmations, I also received an invitation to visit one of the
Latina Student Organization’s Executive Board meetings. Although this meeting was held on
Zoom, I found this to be extremely helpful for many reasons. First, I was able to personally
introduce myself to the Latina student leaders in the Gamma Sorority. Second, I was able to
observe the dynamic amongst the Latina student organization and take note of the group
dynamics that were present. Third, I was able to meet Latina student leaders who I had never
interacted with before. Even if not all of the Latina student leaders had expressed interest in the
research project, I was excited and grateful to interact with an incredible group of individuals
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who were supporting the holistic success of Latina students. These are all tied together with the
main goal I had as I began this project, which was to foster a trusting, respectful, caring, and
uplifting relationship and community amongst myself and the Latina student leaders. Building a
strong rapport with my co-participants has always been my top priority as the primary
researcher. Having the opportunity to be invited to this enriching space was gratifying and felt
like a full circle moment.
Observations
Upon beginning the recruitment process, something I observed that really helped make
this process run more smoothly was fully understanding and knowing my Action Research
project’s purpose and goals. Although this may seem like an obvious step, I wanted to ensure I
fully understood the purpose of this study, the data collection process, each participant’s
responsibilities, along with the role I wanted to play throughout the process. Being fully aware of
this step greatly helped me better interact with potential participants because I was able to
explain the reasoning behind choosing this area of focus along with what I was hoping to
accomplish with participants throughout this process. By already relating to my co-participants
with a shared identity of both being Latinas, I was able to connect with the Latina student
leaders and gage their interest by informing them what the process of action research was, the
act of collecting data and information to write about, and what the interactive component entails;
which consisted of us all collectively joining together for a series of three one hour long pláticas.
Critical Reflection
With this being the last cycle before engaging in pláticas with my co-participants, I
wanted to ensure I was sending out communication emails to co-participants to confirm their
participation and ensure each co-participant had completed and signed the informed consent
form. As I was communicating with co-participants via email, I had also asked for their
availability in order to select a date and time that worked with everyone’s schedules. With the
co-participants having a busy schedule during the week, we collectively decided that Friday
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afternoons would work best to have the pláticas. As I was planning the first plática, and
finalizing all the details, I was very humbled and grateful of where I was and where I was going.
Although I was still in the initial stages of my data collection process and it felt a bit stressful to
gather all the information and make sure all the logistics were organized for the pláticas, it felt
very comforting to pause and reflect on the stage of my research project at the time. Since
beginning this process, I have gotten the opportunity to work alongside the Latina student
leaders to organize this event. This project has always been “with them, for them”. As the lead
researcher, it felt exciting to see progress be made towards my final goal. Being able to connect
with the student leaders on the challenges that may arise while being a Latina student at a
Predominantly White Institution on top of holding a leadership position within a Latina Student
Organization, and being tasked with copious responsibilities allowed me to easily connect with
students in the recruiting process. In addition, I believe that my position as a Graduate Assistant
at the Universities' Center for Inclusion and Diversity also helped me in this process. Because
my role required me to engage with students, I was able to use the personable skills I've
adopted to begin building trusting relationships with my co-participants and engage with them
before the pláticas even began.
Planning for the Next Cycle
Since the pláticas were taking place in person, I reserved a classroom at the University
of San Diego and purchased light refreshments for the participants to enjoy as the plática was
taking place. A week before the plática took place, I sent out the Google invitation that had
information on the date, time, and location of the plática.
As I was planning the flow of the plática, I wanted this to be a time where each of the
co-participants’ voices and experiences were centered. I wanted this to be an organic, flowing
conversation; therefore, I chose to create semi-structured questions for each plática. My goal in
doing this was to be able to introduce topics and questions that would act as talking points for
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the group. From there, I envisioned the conversation would pick up naturally by participants
being able to jump in and add to the conversation as ideas would spark.
Since I would be engaging with my co-participants three different times through pláticas,
I wanted each session to have a different goal. The first plática’s focus was centered around
getting familiar with one another’s leadership style and the factors that influence this. To learn
more, I created questions that would allow us to dive deeper into understanding this about one
another and begin to foster an uplifting community.
Cycle 2: Engaging in our First Plática Together
After organizing the plática logistics, the participants that accepted the invitation arrived
at the first session. Initially, there were six Latina student leaders who had confirmed their
attendance. At the time of the plática, two students informed me that something had come up,
and they were unable to attend the session. Luckily, four other students were present and
together, we were able to have a fruitful plática full of insightful topics and engagement.
Table 1
Participant Characteristics
Co-Participant’s
*Pseudonym

Ethnicity

Student
Classification

Student
Organization

Executive Board
Position

Gabby

Guatemalan

Junior

Mujerista
Organization

External
Representative

Bri

Mexican

Senior

Gamma Sorority

Chair

Bianca

Mexican

Freshman

Gamma Sorority

Student
Representative

Rosa

Mexican

Junior

Mujerista
Organization

Co-Chair

Observation
Although each of the co-participants were leading Latina Student Organizations, it was
interesting to note that the co-participants were not familiar with the other student leaders that
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were outside of their organization. As each of the co-participants were arriving to the plática,
they were introducing each other to themselves and conversing with one another as they each
settled in. As we began the session, I asked everyone to go around and introduce themselves to
the group to ease into the plática.
As stated above, with this plática being the first time students were in the same space, I
wanted this session to focus on discussing the leadership journey of each of the co-participants.
I created six questions for us to base our conversation on. Upon beginning the session, I started
off by informing each of the student leaders that although there were preset questions created,
they were more than welcomed to discuss related topics. I reiterated the fact that this project
was for them, where their voices and experiences would be amplified and centered throughout
the entire process. Since this was our first session together, I wanted this plática to be centered
around everyone gaining familiarity with one another. In addition, I used this time to help my
co-participants understand the purpose of my Action Research project. In doing so, I asked
each of the participants the following questions:
1. How do you define leadership? Do you think this definition is influenced by the
identities you hold?
2. What was your first exposure to leadership?
3. How do you apply the leadership skills you’ve learned from others into your
current role?
4. What are experiences or aspects of your childhood that you’ve adopted into your
current leadership role?
5. How do you feel your identities shape the way you show up in your executive
leadership role?
6. How do you authorize yourself to lead and take up space in your roles and other
spaces as well?
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Given that there had never been anything like this experience created for them before,
they had a lot of information to share. Although I had allocated an hour for us to all be together,
we went over this time because of the high levels of engagement that were occurring during the
pláticas. The conversations that occurred during this time were recorded which allowed me to
code the data in order to analyze the significant themes that arose.
Although this was the first time all of the participants and I were in the space together, it
felt as if we had all known each other for a while. Being in this space with the co-participants felt
familiar, comfortable, and joyful. In table 1, found above, there is a chart that includes each of
the co-participant’s characteristics.
By engaging in this space together, I was able to discover the significant role maternal
influences have on each of the co-participants leadership development and approach. As one
can see from the questions being asked above, there were no questions that directly asked the
co-participants to describe the way their maternal influence shapes their leadership. However, it
was very interesting to listen to the ways the co-participants described the ways their mother’s
presence and actions shaped their leadership approach. In almost every question asked during
this session, the co-participants spoke about the way their mothers have led them to be the
leaders they are today. One co-participant even spoke about observing the way her tía, her
aunt, is the leader in her family because of her role in “being the one to make important family
decisions”. In addition, another participant spoke about her grandmother’s faith playing a key
role in staying motivated and driven to lead impactful change.
As I analyzed the responses that were provided by the co-participants, it quickly became
evident that the co-participants’ have adapted their mother’s wisdom and values in their own
approach. This has helped them blossom into the leaders they are today and continue to grow
into.
The more data I analyzed from this plática, the more it became evident that the
co-participant’s mother’s presence and actions have created a foundation for their own journey
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of exploring and developing a leadership approach. As they continue to lead groups of students,
they enter a cycle where they utilize skills and the values they’ve adapted from their mothers
into the way they practice leadership. To them, leadership means helping others utilize their
voice and grow into the leaders they envision themselves to be.
Critical Reflection
It was important to take note of the fact that this session was the first time Latina student
leaders were meeting each other. Although I was excited that they were partaking in this
session together, it was disappointing to know that this was the first time they had the
opportunity to do so. Community building is an essential element that promotes student
success. With this group being composed of students from different student classification levels,
it is essential for the University to understand the ways pláticas and community centered
conversations promote student equity and holistic success. Holding these sessions is key to
understanding how the University can better serve their growing needs.
Planning for the Next Cycle
I noticed one of the participants was more quiet than the others. I took note of this
observation, and wanted to find ways to ensure each of the co-participants felt comfortable
sharing their own personal experiences in this space. I began brainstorming what I can do to
potentially have her open up more, and ensure the space being fostered was an environment
where she felt comfortable sharing more information about herself. It was also beautiful to
observe the collective emotions that were felt in this space. When one participant shed tears,
another would get teary eyed, as one participant would laugh, the whole group would then break
out into laughter. Upon noticing this pattern, I wanted future sessions to also model this
comforting dynamic and learn about the impact this has on their leadership development. Figure
1 shows the refreshments table that was set up during our first plática. To incorporate cultural
elements, I used a serape as a table cloth and brought in an oil diffuser to create a calming and
relaxing atmosphere.
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Figure 1
Platica Refreshment Table
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Cycle 3: Cultural Artifact Sharing
Although this was the second session, it quickly became evident that the participants
had already fostered an uplifting, comforting, and validating space while participating in the
focus group together. Since the co-participants were all Latina identifying student leaders who
held an executive board position in a Latina student organization, I wanted to approach this
focus group with a culturally competent lens and focus. I was curious to learn more about the
role culture has in the leadership approach of my co-participants. For this reason, I asked each
of the co-participants to bring a cultural artifact that impacted the way they view and practice
leadership. This was done for the University to learn from the co-participant’s testimonios
(Flores-Carmona, 2009) and use these experiences to implement enhanced resources to better
serve their student leaders, especially those who are Latina identifying.
Observations: Identity Meets Leadership Development
During this focus group, co-participants were asked seven questions that invited them to
reflect on the ways culture shapes their leadership approach and development. With the
sessions created to center the experiences of the Latina student leaders, I wanted this to be a
free flowing conversation. Therefore, I created semi-structured questions to lead us in
conversation. As the co-participants shared their cultural artifacts it was intriguing and humbling
to observe not only the artifact itself, but also the meaning and importance it held to their own
developmental growth.
Cultural Artifacts. As participants spoke on their cultural artifact, family was again a
significant theme that arose. Although co-participants were not directly asked about their family,
it was intriguing to discover the ways each of the students naturally brought up their different
family members and the influence they have on their daily lives and personal development.
Each of the co-participants were all attending school, leading, and living away from their
families. With two students being from out of state and two students being from other regions in
California, students left their immediate family environment to pursue a higher education. I

29
began to understand that the co-participants bring aspects from their family into their own
leadership practice.Being away from their families, they each brought in cultural artifacts that
resembled a familial value or influence. It felt almost as if they were intentionally choosing this
artifact as their way of bringing their family into this space. As they spoke and explained their
reasoning behind choosing this artifact, there were stories that signified hope, community,
compassion, and family, which are values they described as centering in their own leadership
practice. It was interesting to note the ways their cultural artifacts were not their family
themselves, but in fact a symbol that represented them. As co-participants each shared their
stories and the different impacts their family has had on them, participants expressed a lot of
different emotions, this caused for there to be a bonding moment for each of the individuals in
the group.
As co-participants engaged in this space, it was so natural for each of them to extended
so much support, warmth, and care to co-participants as they spoke and shared personal
testimonios (Delgado-Bernal, Burciaga, & Flores-Carmona, 2012). It was powerful to witness the
ways the students would without a doubt extend support and would so willingly give a hug or
extend a hand on another co-participant’s shoulders as participants expressed vulnerability.
These simple yet powerful acts of love and support significantly helped the co-participants feel
the validation they so lovingly pour onto others as they realized, “just how needed these
conversations are.”
During this time, I was able to learn about the factors that contribute to the success of
Latina student leaders. Although co-participants often mentioned the challenges they were
confronted with, there was also talk about the factors that led to their success. Relying on their
peers, constantly engaging with student members in their organizations, and becoming fully
aware of the resources the University provides for their holistic success significantly helped
student leaders achieve. In answering each of the questions, it quickly became evident the way
the Latina student leaders so selflessly lead in their student organizations. They each made it
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clear that their student members motivate them to lead efficiently in their roles and constantly
strive to create uplifting opportunities for their student members to holistically succeed.
Table 2
Cultural Artifacts
Participant

Cultural
Artifact

The Role This Artifact Has On Their Leadership Development

Gabby

Butterfly
Earrings

I love these earrings because they remind me of my grandma.
She gave them to me and would always tell me that I’m
growing into the woman I’m supposed to be. As a DACA
student, I also feel connected to these earrings because of
the fact that their symbol is a butterfly. I remember attending a
DACA event two years ago at USD, and feeling seen,
connected, and validated. I remember leaving this event
feeling so empowered and motivated to be a better leader for
my community, and to always strive to create uplifting and
validating communities, especially for those who feel like they
don’t belong.

Bri

Rosary

Faith is interrelated with my family and like my relationship
with my family. It's my source of coping with stress and helps
me feel stronger and a motivation to keep going. My grandma
gave this to me. I keep it on my mirror in my car, and being
able to see it all the time makes me feel protected. It's my
comfort and I realized, faith brings a lot of hope to
communities and that's why I am really drawn to it.

Bianca

Rosary

I also chose a rosary. I chose it because religion in my family
has always been really important. I grew up very Catholic and
I went to Catholic school my whole life. Having gone to
Catholic school my entire life, it kind of gave me that kind of
mentality and background has shaped me to be who I am
today. It still holds a lot of significance for me. My family being
pretty religious also plays a big part.

Dynamic Familial Influences on Latina’s Holistic Leadership Development.
As the co-participants completed their artifact sharing, we transitioned into a plática that
involved semi-structured questions to engage in discussion. Given that there had been a
continuous theme of family, I asked co-participants if there was a particular influence their
parents had on the co-participant’s leadership development. One of the co-participants spoke on
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an interesting point that demonstrated high self awareness of herself and others. In disclosing
her DACA student identity, she spoke about the generational difference between herself and her
parents. Although they are all undocumented, the co-participants spoke about the ways her
parent’s love language has helped her understand people better. She discussed the fact that her
parents’ different ways of receiving and showing their love has helped her gain a greater
understanding on how to be a better leader. For so long she was frustrated by this, as she
quotes, “I used to get so mad that my parents wouldn't see my actions as forms of love, but as I
got older, I realized, they’re people too, and not everyone receives love or gives off love in the
same way. This taught me the importance of building relationships with individuals and
understanding that not everyone receives love in the same way. It’s taught me to be innovative
as a leader, be patient, and be more understanding. As a leader, it would be wrong to assume
that a singular act of leadership is enough for serving a wide population. I want to be a more
inclusive leader.”
In addition to familial dynamics playing a significant role in the co-participant’s
leadership development, aspects from their family’s faith also significantly influenced the values
they center in their leadership. For example, one student explained, “I feel like most of the
values are community driven and they really emphasize on accepting everybody from every
kind of background. My leadership goal is to strive in that direction, and make sure that the
decisions that have to be made are a collective effort where we take the community we’re
serving into high consideration.” “I want to have every single person involved and collaborate
together. Something unique with the multicultural orgs is that we’re so small so we really need to
collaborate, so we’re able to throw big events together like the ‘Virgen de Guadalupe mass’ and
Latinx Graduation”. In addition to incorporating community driven values, there was also a
common theme of leading with empathy and “emotionally being on the same level as people”,
which participants described as being an important value they learned from practicing faith. It
was interesting to note this because it was almost as if they were practicing these skills within
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the plática as well. When one of the co-participants would speak on their experiences, they
would be consoled by other members as they spoke on the way they related to the points being
made.
Table 3
Familial Impact on Leadership Approach
Participant

Familial Dynamic/
Upbringing

How has this shaped their leadership

Gabby

I feel like I don’t belong
anywhere. I feel like I
didn’t really belong in my
family either. I know what
it’s like to feel like an
outsider and feel alone.

I don’t want anyone to feel like an outsider.
Everytime I see someone by themselves at the
student organization and at meetings, I always
invite them to join the group of people. If people are
moving away from their family and community,
there’s no reason to feel like you’re even further
away from people than before.

Bri

Being from a close knit
family, all I know is how to
be in community with
other people. I feel at
home when I'm with
people who bring me love
and comfort.

As someone who is a lil more timid, when I’m in a
space where there are primarily people of color or
people I can relate to, I feel a lot less introverted
than when I am in a primarily White space. At the
UFMC especially, it really feels like a community
and an empowering space because so many other
people are from multicultural orgs and they can
relate to some of the challenges that I feel as a
person of color and leader. The upbeat and
community centered space is the environment I
want to replicate within my organization.

Bianca

A lot of the time, it was
always my mom, brother,
and I trying to figure
things out. Growing up,
she wanted me to go to a
Catholic school and I
oftentimes felt excluded
there.

The constant sad feeling I experienced makes me
work harder to ensure we’re fostering an
environment where we’re involving a lot of people in
activities and events. Seeing the power of
community makes me want to ensure other people
feel a sense of belonging to benefit from the
incredible love and care that comes from community
spaces.

Since the pláticas had a semi-structured format, I was paying close attention to common
themes and patterns that would arise as participants shared their experiences. With “community
centered leadership” being a common practice by co-participants, I became curious to learn
more about the reasonings that shape co-participants to have this motive in their leadership. It
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was interesting to study the fact that each of the co-participants had a different familial dynamic,
yet they all adopted similar values into their leadership. There were different reasonings behind
doing so, however, they all prioritized inclusivity, collectivism, empathy, and staying humble in
their leadership roles.
In addition to adopting familial values into their leadership, there was also a common
theme amongst participants where they each described feeling isolated or alone in a previous
environment. In recognizing the challenges and difficulty they experienced by having this
feeling, it motivated them to this day, to lead with care, empathy, and inclusivity to ensure none
of their student members felt alone in the organization and at the University.
My Critical Reflection: The Challenges of being Empathetic while attending USD as a
Latina Leader
Throughout this plática, another common point of discussion was the process of
familiarizing oneself with University resources. Although co-participants described the process
of familiarizing and utilizing these resources as beneficial to their own success, they familiarize
themselves with these resources oftentimes with the motive to spread this information and
knowledge to their community at the University. They shared the difficulties they experienced
before they became aware of the resources available, and how detrimental the lack of
awareness was to their overall health. Knowing how difficult it can be to feel lost and confused in
navigating the world of higher education, especially as first generation students serving first
generation students, they have even more of a drive to want to spread the information so their
peers and student members don't have to suffer the way they did.
Navigating Obstacles: Lack of Awareness and Feeling Bad for Staff
As the conversation continued, co-participants began to discuss the ways they receive
support from the University, and the ways these systems of support can be improved. Similar to
knowing the feeling of being alone that was discussed by co-participants above, they also talked
about feeling “lost” and “confused” about the resources that were available to them. They
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disclosed the difficulties they experienced and how overwhelming it can feel to not know where
to receive the necessary support to holistically succeed, “I feel that oftentimes, I have to be at a
very low point to get the help I need. When in reality, I know with these services being made
aware, I could’ve potentially avoided that low.” As first generation students, they spoke about
feeling frustrated and sad that there weren’t student affairs or student services professionals
actively reaching out to provide them with resources and knowledge on how to maximize their
financial aid package nor explain the additional financial assistance available to them. “We’re
expected as first gen students to experience college through a pandemic, to find out what
college is like for the first time ever for a lot of us, and you know, coming from out of state and a
completely different city feels like there's additional barriers to navigate through USD. It’s very
hurtful to feel like we’re still expected to go above and beyond to try and move through all these
different offices and people to get a question answered. With the information provided above, it
is evident that this group of Latina leaders lead with empathy and consideration for their
community. It was interesting and also saddening to hear the sacrifices they’re willing to make
for their community, which includes the staff members who they do see working towards
change; “sometimes, I even see the problems a student service professional is having, and I
don’t feel comfortable asking for help”.
When it gets to the point where they’re withholding their concerns and questions
because they can see the frustration and exhaustion from the staff, it can be concluded that
there is a deeper issue here. Where is the support being extended to the people giving support?
How can we ensure support is extended to those actively working to serve their community? I
chose to center the experiences of Latina student leaders because there is a lack of research
that dives deeper into understanding the forms of support that re-charges and re-energizes
leaders to keep leading their community. By ignoring the fact that student service professionals
are also in need of assistance and more staff, it is ignoring the fact that this ultimately hurts
students’ experiences. They are not able to fully benefit from resources because of their
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hesitancy or fear of asking for help, that is already limited. “The reason I’m aware of the
resources is because I am the one who is going out and trying to find out information. It often
feels like this information is being withheld because of the way this information is not publicized
to students, which makes me wonder, who is the University really setting up for success?” “Like
I had to find out unfortunately through the hard way. But now when I tell someone else it’s like,
this can help you not go through the same thing I did.” Based on the responses that were
shared throughout this focus group, it can be concluded that Latina student leaders heavily
depend on one another to move through the different transitions and challenges that arise. The
knowledge, information, and resources they are aware of is because it has been introduced to
them by other peers and fellow leaders. Since this is their primary source of obtaining
information, it makes me wonder, “how can the University implement strong, trusting,and
consistent forms of support to better serve their student leaders and ensure they are aware of
every support system that is available for them to utilize? “ In addition, what resources and
forms of support can be extended to students to prevent them from reaching this extreme ‘low
point’ where students are experiencing deeper challenges that could've been avoided had they
known about the help that is available to them?
Attending the University of San Diego is already quite expensive. As students become
more involved in extracurricular activities such as multiple student organizations and fraternity
and sorority life, the cost of attendance continues to arise. Being a part of different communities
enriches student’s experiences in higher education and fosters their sense of belonging to the
University. Throughout this focus group, co-participants discussed the ways their peers
benefitted from the additional financial assistance that was provided to them by the University’s
student emergency fund and the Vice President of Student Affairs. Each of the co-participants
expressed that they wish they had known about these services earlier on in their USD journey,
“if other students knew this, like since freshman year, there would have been so many more
opportunities that we could have taken advantage of, especially being at USD, and already
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paying so much money.” Although the third and fourth year students were disappointed that they
did not fully benefit from these services, they were more frustrated with the fact that they have
seen many of their friends struggle financially while being at the University, “this is not a single
case. So many of my friends are having a hard time in their studies because of the stress they
feel in trying to pay to attend a very expensive university, and of course this affects their mental
health too.” The frustration and empathy resonated with each of the co-participants in the room.
They spoke of this being a common and big issue within their organizations, and the sadness
they felt to see the little efforts the university was taking to relieve them from these challenges.
The Latina student leaders who were co-participants in this project, rose from the challenges
they experienced with the motive of creating experiences that benefited their student members
(Ek, 2010). Having this be such a significant and shared responsibility and feeling as women of
color leaders at a Predominantly White Institution, they were able to greatly benefit from sharing
their stories and experiences in this focus group (Cervantes-Soon, 2009).
Reframing Positive Support
Upon noticing that the students were discussing more challenges than benefits of being
members of these empowering organizations, I wanted to bring more light into the conversation
and shift to a more uplifting theme. Leading up to this conversation, there was a lot of
discussion and emphasis on the lack of support students received. To enhance the participant’s
mood, I began asking them about their support system. As they began to speak, there was a
completely different shift in energy, and their eyes lit up as they described their support system,
“if it wasn’t for spaces like this, where we’re able to say, “ you know what, like I deserve to be in
this Higher Education space too. I have power, I’m going to use it to help others. If it wasn’t for
these spaces, I don’t think I would still be here.” As the student finished discussing this point, I
was shocked that this was the first time the student leaders were in a shared space together. It
had been mentioned earlier in this focus group the fact that Latina Student Organizations tend
to be smaller than other student organizations at the University. Given the small size of Latina
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student leaders leading Latina student organizations, I would have expected there to be more
intentional planning and organization of student leader socials, especially because participants
spoke about how convenient and helpful this space was for their own reflection and leadership
development. I recommend the University implement these more often to enhance and work
collectively for the continuous leadership development of Latina student leaders. The validation,
inspiration, and admiration that was received and poured by each of the co-participants was
exceptional and felt fitting and like an extra refuel that students needed during the times where
they experienced institutional challenges. The students they lead and interact with are those
who “are constantly extending support and love to keep them going.” The students are aware of
this influence, but does the University know their story? This then led me to my next cycle of
finding a way to showcase their experiences and stories to the University.
As we closed out this focus group,there was a strong connection and caring, warm
energy that filled the space. To continue that feeling, I asked participants, “what is something
you want to offer to the group as we conclude?” Participants were quick to share their thoughts,
which I thought made the experience so much more intentional and caring. They didn’t have to
think twice about making a comment, it came very natural to them, where they did not have to
force themselves to extend support, “As we’ve participated in these circles, I want you all to
know that you have a friend in me, we made this circle and even though this is our second
meeting, it’s already been so impactful to see the power we have. It’s been incredible to see all
the work and positive changes/forms of resilience we’ve done while holding these positions and
the work we continue to do for our communities. It is an honor to share this space with you and
will always be here to extend love and support in any way.” With the co-participants being of
different ages, there were also feelings of gratefulness and inspiration witnessed by the
youngest participant. She described her experience as such, “as a younger person in this group,
to know that y’all are leading so many innovative changes is amazing!”.
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There was a shared feeling of being moved by participating in this focus group. It was
shared by another co-participant that she “did not expect this to be so life changing, I feel like it’s
a lil retreat on a friday afternoon. Like I love this time, I look forward to this time, and was excited
to come today. Even though we just met, I already feel so close and bonded to you all.
Something I want to share with you all is patience, Like I know we all have pretty small student
organizations, and i feel like sometimes we can doubt if we're actually making a difference for
people or question whether this is all worth it. I feel like what got me through this semester was
telling myself “as long as it changes at least one person's life for the better, then it's worth it.”
And I thought that that's something that definitely keeps me going. Especially if you're leading a
multicultural org, it can be so draining sometimes, but that’s why I feel relationships are so
important. Its a strong motivator to keep me going.”
Planning the Next Cycle: The Power of Representation
With the plática receiving a lot of positive feedback from co-participants, I knew the best
way to proceed was using the same data collection method. The next focus group had to be
community oriented with semi structured interviews. Since participants were happy to share
their personal experiences with the group, it was important for me to create a safe space for
students to continue sharing their authentic and genuine feelings and testimonios. Since I was
working alongside Latina student leaders, I wanted to ensure that I continued to be culturally
sensitive and incorporate interactive, community centered activities.
As participants engaged in this experience, there were many emotions that arose.
Participants got teary eyed as they spoke about their familial influence on their leadership
approach as well as the impact their presence has had on their own holistic development. The
incredible and moving quotes that were shared by the co-participants felt very special. As a
researcher and co-participant in this study, I felt moved and connected to the co-participants
after only spending two sessions with them. It made me imagine and reflect on how much more
impactful and amazing it would be on their holistic development if this was a regular meeting
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time where conversations were focused on simply checking in with one another and providing
the validation, space, and comfort that student leaders oftentimes do not know they need. With
there being a lack of community centered circles that focus on discussing the experiences of
student leaders, they are not able to participate and engage in these pláticas that provide insight
and benefit for their own success. They constantly pour support onto others, but who pours
support onto them? In this focus group, I began to learn that student members and leaders are
those providing most of the support to Latina student leaders.Students are also busy and caught
up with a very full plate. It makes me wonder, how can student affairs and services step up to
implement pláticas with student leaders that are in similar roles, where they can speak on their
shared experiences and feel supported and uplifted?
There needs to be more pláticas offered on campus that allow students to share
and receive/ give validation from other Latina student leaders who may be experiencing similar
experiences. One student member shared that they didn't realize how much she was benefitting
from this experience and how much she didn't know she needed it. It was interesting to also
observe the fact that the majority of the leaders were not familiar with other Latina student
leaders who were not in their student organization. It makes me wonder how much more
support the student leaders can receive and how much more successful they can become by
offering these sessions on a monthly or regular basis. It was mentioned more than twice how
impactful and special it was for the organizations to receive institutional support to host large
cultural events that centered the Latinx experience and really invite and involve the outside
community to participate. The students really feel seen, validated, and grateful for these
opportunities because they are able to see familial aspects on their college campus. It is an
empowering and uplifting experience, especially for first generation students. In order to inform
the University community on the importance and power the Latina student leaders carry, I
decided to incorporate another interactive activity for students to partake in during the following
plática. To introduce a glimpse of the values and support that Latina leaders would hope to
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receive, I planned for each of the co-participants to create a CANVA page that was meant to act
as a digital magazine for Latina student leaders to communicate what they want the University
to know about them, and how we can grow together to create enhanced support for students.
Cycle 4: La Última Plática
As participants gathered for the final time, it was a bittersweet experience to know that
our time together was coming to an end. Before meeting together, participants were asked to
bring a laptop with them in order to participate in the interactive activity of creating a digital
magazine together.
Throughout this time, co-participants bonded with one another by sharing their truths
and showing up authentically, which involved becoming vulnerable. This session began with one
of the co-participants asking if she could vent about a situation where the University
disappointed her, her student organization, and the student members involved during a time that
was meant for celebration and community. Unfortunately, the co-participant had shared that her
student members were disrespected by other orgs, and the department involved quickly
dismissed the issue. The event had happened hours before, yet as the co-participant walked in,
it quickly became evident that it was still weighing heavily on her mind. She chose to bring it up
because she needed to vent about the situation and knew the other co-participants “would just
get it”. She sought validation for feeling angry and sad, and wanted reassurance that she was
not overreacting. Witnessing the sadness in her eyes and the ways our community, which we
built together, extended a hug and compassion for her was a full circle moment to witness,
especially as the principal researcher. I quickly saw the effects and benefits of hosting these
circles, which was the main goal I strived to create when planning my data collection cycles.
What I hoped to accomplish was a space where love, support, and empowerment were
constantly being centered in our discussions. During this time, it felt exactly like that. The time I
shared with co-participants in this space was exactly what each of us needed as we collectively
experienced different transitions together, and poured that support participants sought after.
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Observations
Like previous focus group sessions, we started off this discussion with a quick check in
to gain an understanding of the energies we were each bringing into the space. During this time,
I noticed one of the co-participants was especially bothered by a recent event that occurred. As
the co-participant shared her check-in, we learned that it was Fraternity and Sorority Life (FSL)
week that consisted of various activities that were meant to promote community amongst the
different panhellenic organizations. During a trivia event, one of my co-participants noticed a
question that asked, “How many sororities are there at USD? Including multicultural sororities.”
Although this question may have not been created with any bad intention, students “felt like this
was a microaggression”. This activity was supposed to be a bonding activity that fostered
community amongst the Fraternity and Sorority Life at USD, but instead it made students who
are leaders in multicultural fraternities and sororities feel excluded and angry. They felt that
because they are a Multicultural sorority, they were not labeled as a traditional sorority. When
this happened, they expressed their anger and offense, and were ignored not only by other
fraternity and sorority life community members, but the director as well,“FSL and multicultural
sorority should not be separated, because we are FSL.”
Although the event was hosted by student leaders within FSL, Bri, one of the
co-participants involved with FSL, shared the fact that “the FSL department has not made
consistent and active efforts to educate their organizations and leaders on equitable efforts to
serve the Multicultural fraternities and sororities”. Bri recounted feeling frustrated and annoyed
with the lack of effort being done by FSL on an institutional level, and shared that she took the
initiative herself to schedule meetings on her own time to introduce herself and interact with
other fraternity and sorority chairs to build rapport and foster relationships with them.
The students expressed frustration because when the time came to express their
concern and hurt with the FSL director, he dismissed them, which made the students feel even
more excluded. Who do they depend on for help if the designated people that are supposed to
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be their forms of support are absent. The lack of support is felt by student members through the
inconsistent communication and presence, “especially when student members are actively
reaching out to seek information and direction on their events”, Bri shared, “in terms of support,
we don’t really have a person in authority or like a leader within the FSL community that we can
rely on or ask for support and like genuinely receive it, it makes me worried for the future of our
organization.”
Although there are designated individuals in charge, there is evidently an issue if
students do not feel like they can rely on a University official to support them as they make plans
to expand and preserve their organization for many years to come.
My Critical Reflection:
As I am writing this paper and listening to the audio of my time with co-participants, I
hear the laughter and can picture the smiles of everyone in the group. I again am experiencing
the joy that instantly filled me during our pláticas. Their warmth, tears, and love that filled the
space was contagious; it truly felt like together and united, we were building something bigger
while collectively healing and moving forward together.
Although the focus groups were meant to have a better understanding of the leadership
development of Latina student leaders, I couldn't help but also reflect and pay attention to the
individual development of co-participants that was occurring simultaneously. One of the most
impactful observations that was made was studying the dynamics that were occurring in the
focus group as participants engaged in this study. During the first plática, one of the
co-participants shared that she was very anxious and shy in group settings. As participants
engaged with one another more frequently, I observed her gaining more confidence and sharing
a lot more often than the initial session. It was very powerful and I felt proud of her for using her
voice and trusting herself to share more often. If this focus group transitioned to a community
building space that met consistently, I can only imagine the even stronger inter and
intrapersonal impact this would have had on each of the students holistic success.
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The Impact of Representation
During this session, representation was a key theme that continuously arose in the
participant’s responses. In attending a predominantly White institution, oftentimes they are not
able to connect with a lot of the advisors and counselors because of the cultural barrier.
Co-participants in this focus group are constantly exposed to different forms of
leadership. At a young age, they all saw their mothers, tias, and family members take direct
action and work towards making impactful changes for them and their family members. With the
evident changes and positive contributions they saw occur within their family environments, that
came directly from their family’s hard working efforts, I believe it can be concluded that they
expect this similar work ethic from University officials, especially because they do hold power
and have the resources and money
The students each came from underrepresented and underserved backgrounds.
Throughout the focus group, each of the co-participants disclosed the financial struggles their
families and them have faced and the lack of power they feel they hold at the University.
They’ve witnessed their family members make long lasting change with the little to no resources
they had, and being aware of the power the institution holds, they expressed their frustration
and sadness they hold because they continue to be overlooked, ignored, and disrespected by
University officials. This treatment threatens the holistic success of student leaders. Although
co-participants expressed feeling sad and ignored by the University, they did express their
admiration and appreciation for a small select of University staff and offices where they do feel
seen and validated. They see and notice who is committed to genuinely advocating for their
needs, which makes them confide and trust in them. I thought it was interesting and warm to
listen to the ways co-participants even referred to these individuals as “tia’s” instead of mentors,
which again shows the ways Latina student leaders recreate their familial dynamic within the
different student organizations and communities they foster throughout their Higher Education
experience.
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There is so much strength student leaders carry at the University of San Diego,
especially while being women of color at a predominately white institution. Their upbringing,
systems of support, and cultural background have shaped their leadership approach to be,
taking direct and impactful actions towards meaningful, intentional, and personal change. For
this reason, the quality of relationships students foster and feel connected to continue to be a
key factor in their success as they navigate higher education. Although one of their top priorities
as student leaders is to build and strengthen the communities they are leading, they gain the
fuel to work towards this goal from professionals who they see doing this tedious work on a daily
basis. In the previous pláticas with student leaders, co-participants described the impact their
relationships have had on their overall personal success and development. As they attend the
University of San Diego, they strive to replicate those relationships, they are especially moved
when those tight knit relationships are with those who hold a professional role at the University.
In the previous cycle, it was mentioned that students tend to speak on the challenges
they experience as student leaders attending the University of San Diego. Although it is
important to recognize the issues and raise awareness of the challenges students are
confronted with, I wanted students to also reflect on the long list of achievements they have
completed as students and celebrate themselves. Being community oriented, fostering trusting
relationships, and uplifting other individuals are common values that each of the co-participants
centers in their leadership.
To learn more about the people on campus who support the student’s vision and help
them achieve this, I wanted to dedicate a portion of this platica to highlight the individuals who
students confide in to learn about the practices that are working, and areas that can be
enhanced.
The techniques professionals use, that students expressed playing a major factor in their
connection to the staff, can then be adopted by other student affairs staff and departments to
improve the bridges and systems of support for student success. In addition, I wanted students
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to talk about the resources and individuals they rely on for their success to raise awareness for
those other co-participants in the group to learn about individuals they maybe did not know of
before, that they can reach out to. By highlighting the individuals who are actively working to
help students feel seen and important, it was also a way of celebrating them and collectively
applauding them for the energy and love they continue to pour onto students for their holistic
well being.
I wanted to ask each of the co-participants the people who they do trust on campus and
those who they confidently feel amplify their voice. The question that was asked to them was,
“who gives you a voice, and who makes space for you to feel like what you have to say
matters?”
Without a second going by, one of the co-participants expressed their deep appreciation
for Ariela, she described their interactions as, “whenever I have check-ins with Ariela, she
always puts her phone away, positions the chairs so we’re facing each other directly, and truly
listens to what I'm disclosing to her. She can pick up my emotions, and it truly feels like she’s
actively and intentionally listening to me. By having consistent check-ins, we’ve reached a point
where I can truly tell her anything, and it feels like she is not going to be judgemental, I can
confide in her as a trusted adult. It’s a very welcoming and understanding space.” By having
that rapport with a trusted student affairs professional, the student spoke about feeling like she
had a home in the space that was cultivated by Ariella. “I see the true community that has been
fostered in the commuter commons and although I know it comes from the individuals who hold
the leadership roles, I feel like they wouldn’t have built the strong bond amongst one another if it
wasn’t for Ariella’s leadership. So many people consider Ariella to be a mentor, but I know of her
more as an aunt with everything she provides for us. Having a space on campus that was
consistently safe for her to be herself was a significant factor in her success. This place of
accountability and connection greatly helped her form connections not only with other students
but University officials. It’s also interesting to note that the familial theme appears again. Here,
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we can see again the importance and theme of students creating a familial dynamic within the
different communities they are a part of. When this is established, they express feeling a lot
more joyful and successful.
Another co-participant discussed a different University resource and individual that
added to her success as a leader. The UFMC, in particular, Daniella’s presence and actions of
conducting multicultural E-board meetings, with conducting check-ins and being asked to share
our honest feelings and needs; it felt really special to have a space that was dedicated to share
how we’re feeling in the organization and just in general as well. In addition, they always make
sure to mention the ways we can build community while being in this shared space and can use
that time to cross collaborate with other organizations. As the co-participant was sharing her
experiences, something that really stood out to me was when she expressed, “I remember
thinking, like, oh my goodness, finally someone who has a leadership role within USD, like who
wants to know how I’m doing, and they want to genuinely support us. She was really intentional
about fostering relationships with us, and getting to know us beyond our leadership positions.”
In addition, it is important to recognize the fact that both of the leaders that were
mentioned are women of color. Knowing that they automatically share that Latina identity helps
them feel connected to these leaders in positions of power already. With these leaders
intentionally creating these special spaces for leaders to show up authentically and making it
evident to students that they want to learn more about them, it significantly helps students feel
like they do have a trusted adult on campus they can confide in, which plays a key role in their
success.
Another co-participant described her community of friends being the individuals to
extend a voice to her. She described her friendships as being her ideal way of seeing how
relationships should transpire. “The boundaries we’ve fostered together helps me feel loved,
cherished, and supported,by extending affirmations, giving eachother extra pushes when we
feel like we’re unworthy or hesitant about pursuing something, and intentionally listening to
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each-other, we help each other see our power and light, which is what every relationship should
do, whether its personal or professional.” When students have the ability to center their stories,
it significantly helps them feel connected to a community.
As student affairs professionals continue to plan on ways they can improve their systems
of support, it is crucial that they take these factors into consideration and center them in their
practice. In addition, I believe extensive outreach work would significantly help them reach out
to many more students who are in need of their support and resources. Although the majority of
students expressed feeling connected to a University department or community, one of the
students disclosed, “ I’m thinking, but I feel like I haven’t really connected with a lot of groups
and people. I do feel more comfortable and confident by joining APS, but outside of that
organization, I don’t know if I have a group or trusted adult I can rely on, that’s here at USD.”
Given the fact that this is the first year this student is in an official leadership role, it is even
more significant that she has a trusted adult she can rely on. There can be multiple forms of
support and direction that can be extended to her as she embarks on her first year in a
leadership role that can help her continue to enhance her inter and intra personal skills that
would ultimately benefit her as a leader.
Workplace Challenges
It is important for students to feel validated and seen by others. This really helps when
they share a similar identity as a professional staff member, and it helps them feel a lot closer
and united. This conclusion was drawn from the evidence above and again unraveled as I
asked co-participants the next question, “what areas on campus do you feel support your
holistic success?”Although students expressed their workplaces being understanding and
supportive spaces where they felt supported and their needs were being taken care of, there
was a common theme of these spaces being primarily White spaces, which created a cultural
barrier for them to fully feel comfortable to confide in their supervisors.
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Table 4
Workplace Challenges
Participant

What areas on campus do you feel support your holistic success?

Gabby

I know he won't be able to provide the support I need. There's a cultural
barrier that prevents me from fully opening up and feeling understood.

Rosa

I struggle to fully feel accepted within my workspace. Although I do see the
great work that they’re doing, a lot of the staff and director are White. As a
first generation, low income, stem major, who holds different leadership
roles, I think the person in charge doesn't really understand where I'm
coming from, or fully understand my experience. [...] A lot of times, their
response to everything is always "go to therapy" but they don't always
understand that it's a lot deeper than that. When I hear this,it makes me
struggle to create a community with them, it doesnt change the fact that I
have courses I have work to complete, leadership roles to fulfill. When I
hear this, I feel like they are "supporting me" in unrealistic ways for me.
They are speaking this from a place of privilege. They have therapists that
look like them, they have money to pay for the therapy sessions. They have
people that support their ideologies and who are not collectively fighting
against institutional racism. For this reason, I feel like it's hard for me to find
a community in USD, and often find it outside of USD.

Bri

I feel like a lot of times, what I noticed is that a lot of the professionals/
people in power often sympathize with you, but they don't fully understand it
to make ground breaking change for individuals also experiencing this.

Bianca

They do a really good job of helping their staff understand the importance
of taking breaks and prioritizing our mental and physical well being. When I
first started working there, I was shocked at how much they encouraged us
to take a walk when we needed to and to listen to our body when we
needed to rest. But it is a predominantly White space. Although everyone is
super nice and thoughtful, I do sometimes feel a disconnect because we
don’t relate on a lot of things. I don’t know if it’s just me, but it’s something
that I’m hyper aware of. I can't connect with them the way the girls who
work there do.

Factors that caused students to join their Multicultural organizations
After gaining background information on influences that impact student’s leadership
development, I wanted to learn more about the reasons that led to students joining their specific
student organization. Although every student group is unique and has its own organizational
culture within the group, I was curious to learn more about the factors that drew students’ to join
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their organization and if these can potentially be used as tactics to recruit more students into
these organizations. Upon asking the co-participants their motives for joining the organization,
there was a common theme of students seeking a sense of an “intimate community” that
resembled a “sisterhood”. When starting at the University, each of the co-participants expressed
feeling alone and wanted to be part of a space that prioritized community and service. They
each described exploring multiple organizations until they found the space where they felt that
instant connection and culture of care. They each felt seen and validated once in that
organization to the point where they were encouraged by leaders in the org to also pursue their
current roles. One student shared, “At first, I did not want to be a chair, just a member. However,
the president of the organization saw that light in me. We started forming a trusting relationship
with each other where she helped me see the leader within me.” With the organizations
centering love, upliftment, and community, they have a significant role in helping students lean
into discomfort to ultimately grow as individuals and leaders. “I felt inspired to pick up a role
because of the previous president. She was really motivating and encouraged me to see the
leader within myself. It was really important and inspiring to see someone lead our organization
with so much confidence and dedication to highlight APS, and not be timid to speak out on the
challenges we experienced and the attention we were seeking from the University. I was so shy
and scared to go against FSL and challenge their statements, but she really helped me build the
confidence to authorize myself and showcase the leader I am. I think for me, having that
representation and having someone who has a similar background, family, and culture as you
really makes a difference.” Being a part of the tight knit communities that exist within the
organizations is so much more than just being a member. The familial like organizations have
helped students survive the transitions and feelings of isolation, especially following the
pandemic. Being connected to these organizations has been a life changing experience for first
generation college students, low income students, DACA students, and those living far from
family. They are key to helping students feel comfortable at USD because of the strong

50
dedication their student leaders have to making themselves available and reliable to their
organizations and their members.
Following this conversation, one student did disclose the harsh reality of being a student
leader of a multicultural organization, and the emotional exhaustion that comes with holding this
role. “I think I've come to a point of exhaustion and frustration with the lack of institutional
support and unfair, unjust policies that I've decided to step down from my position” As she
shared this update with the group, it was an emotional experience for the entire group, but
especially for the student leader. She was teary eyed and voice was cracking as she explained
the reasoning behind doing so, “as a leader in a Latina organization, my number one mission in
doing community work is taking action for long lasting change in multiple communities that need
some extra support. I wish the University would see there are a lot more areas we can extend
support and actions to, with their lack of understanding, compassion, and policies that make me
feel stuck, I have decided to pour my energy elsewhere.” Hearing the student leaders talk about
the love they have for their organizations, the members they’ve fostered trusting relationships,
and the significant growth they have had in the organizations was very impactful and made me
hold an even stronger admiration for the student leaders. However, it was difficult to hear the
student disclose her decision to leave her role and frustrating to hear her reasoning behind
doing so. The University did not provide a substantial amount of effective resources for her to
thrive in her position of being a leader and student. In the previous section, she disclosed her
identities not being fully served by the individuals in her workspace, and feeling misunderstood.
As a first generation, low income, stem major, who holds different leadership roles, the
university was not prepared to support her, and must improve their services immediately to
prevent this from happening to future leaders as well. To learn about the significant impacts this
student organization has had on their student leaders, and to witness her have to quit for the
lack of University support was saddening and must be a wake up call for officials to simply do
better.
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Motives student’s held to continue leading in their organization
“What kept me in this leadership position with these incredible leaders is how beautiful it
is to see people of different backgrounds and different stories come together to make sure one
thing works. I do that with committees. It's impactful to see their dedication towards the one
cause that brought you together, and that is what ultimately makes you want to work harder
together at the end of the day. The collective work makes it worth it.” Collectivism continues to
be a prevalent theme amongst participants. When asked what the student’s motives are, they
continue to bring their communities into the space and see themselves as a resource to lift them
up. Their motive is never self centered or for their own personal benefit, but more, to act as
agents for change to bring positive change into each of their community spaces. As we engaged
in discussion about motives in being a leader, they discussed the dangers of performative
activism, and the threats this poses to communities that are affected by institutional racism. To
avoid this behavior, they strive to help other people understand “that you can be a leader in so
many different ways. It doesn't have to be as a co-chair or as an executive board member on
your student organization. As long as you are working towards positive change in your
environment, then I think that you're changing the world in a lot of ways”. By reminding
themselves that their actions make a huge impact on their community of students and
individuals outside of the university, they are receiving the fuel to continue their journey as
agents of change.
If You Could Tell the University One Thing, What Would It Be?
Given the fact that this Action Research project was dedicated to centering the
experiences of Latina student leaders, I wanted this project to be centered around informing the
public about their stories, their experiences as leaders, their culture, their family, and the
moments that hold the most significance to them and their holistic development. For this reason,
as we closed the session, I was curious to ask the co-participants, If you could tell the University
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one thing, what would it be? This then led to them being asked, “what legacy do you want to
leave at the University
Table 5
Participant Responses to USD
Participant

If you could tell the University one thing, what would it be?

Gabby

One thing I would tell the University is to focus on getting the resources out to
students of minority groups. The university has the ability to help them, and not
letting those in need have access or easy access makes it feel like there are
more obstacles in addition to those that already exist. Attending this University
can feel really hard for students.

Bri

If I could say anything to USD, it would be [...] they need to know that there are
students who are struggling that are waiting for someone to reach out to them,
you know, like someone to provide the essential resources for their success.
Every new group of girls who we cross has shared with us how they are
receiving either financial support or academic support. I don't think USD does
enough to find the people who need to be reached out to, they let them get to
the point where they'd rather drop out of school than continue attending USD.
For the main reason being that they don't feel supported.

Bianca

They're reactive, not active. Also, the representation is lacking. Oftentimes, I
don't have an advisor that shares any of the same identities as me. They can't
relate to any of the struggles I experience, and I do not have the same privileges
that they do. I often can't fully connect with them. When we are faced with
concerns and questions. I often think, how are we supposed to get the right
answers from someone who does not understand us?

Rosa

"I would say to do better. USD wants to be a Hispanic Serving institution.
However, the retention rate for professors is super bad. On top of that, many of
the students, not only from the Latinx, but also from the Black community and
the APIDA community are leaving this institution because USD lacks the
resources to make them feel supported and celebrated. They tokenize their
students and faculty of color. They make them feel like they're not important.
They collect 70K from each of their students, and it's constantly being
questioned how all of the money we pay to go here gets poured back on to us.
Sometimes I'm embarrassed to call myself a USD student because USD prides
itself so much on creating positive change and serving the community, but they
don’t effectively serve their own community right here. We could all be
benefitting so much more! Do better, USD.
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Table 6
Participant Legacies
Participant

What legacy do you want to leave at the University?

Gabby

I want to make sure that I'm doing everything I could for myself, and for other
people, my community. I want to continue to build and pour energy into the
relationships I have. I want to build safe communities where people feel
bonded, I want to be able to pour support and energy into the relationships I've
built here. You all are special to me based on the connection we shared in this
space, and I hope to continue to make that connection in the future.

Bri

My answer is influenced by the week and where my mind has been. I think I
want my legacy to encourage advocacy and that continuation. Even though I
am graduating, I think that yes this is super important and the main reason I’m
here. But, I really try to emphasize in our org how important it is to give back to
the community because like yeah, I'm graduating in a month, but there's still so
much work that I wish I could have done. And so much stuff that I still want to
help with or want to provide support if I can in that sense. Being here is my
favorite part of the day, all the time.

Bianca

I recognize the privilege I have of attending this school, and it's easy to get
caught up in the never ending list of challenges and frustrations of attending
this school, but it is a privilege to be here. attending and graduating from this
institution is my family's legacy too. In addition, I want to be remembered as a
nice person and someone who was well respected.

Rosa

It's a hard question. creating community gardens, connecting with nature and
allowing other individuals who don't have these green spaces due to toxic
industries and racist policies that impact their land. I want individuals to really
connect with their ancestral traditions, but also be rooted with the community. I
hopefully can provide a safe space for them to do that. As for USD, I think just
me graduating is already a legacy itself. Not only for like my family, but as well
as people from Logan and maybe someone who connected to me as a
freshman. When they're upset, they know they have me as a resource as well,
so small little legacy but still impact.

Students who are historically underserved are not able to fully thrive because of the lack
of resources and support that is being extended to them. It can be so easy for students,
especially those who hold marginalized identities, to feel lost attending the University of San
Diego. More students want to be reached out to, and feel like they have a trusted University staff
member that has their best interest in mind. Having University officials that share similar
identities and cultural backgrounds as students plays a significant factor in their academic and
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personal success. Throughout my time with co-participants, I learned how much more
connected and comfortable they feel when they meet a University staff member they share an
identity with. Students feel like they can trust these officials more, and the validation they
receive from these folks is crucial for them to truly feel connected to the campus community. It
gives them a sense of power and confidence to navigate Higher Education knowing that they do
have a personal connection to the University. It also seems as though students and their
communities are being significantly affected by the lack of rapport they feel at the University, to
the point where they no longer want to attend. Not only is this terrible for the students getting to
the point where they have to make the decision to leave their Educational journey at the
University, but it also makes other students question the intentions of the University and who
they are truly working to serve and want to succeed. Co-participants discussed the unfortunate
reality that each year, they witness at least one of their student members making the decision to
stop attending the University because the experience gets too overwhelming for them, the
money, lack of support, and feeling lost in the navigation process. Although my co-participants
are not the ones leaving, I quickly realized, it affects them on a deeper level because of the tight
knit community they have fostered together. With each of the co-participants describing and
demonstrating their leadership practice and style being very service and community oriented,
when they see their peers and student members struggling it affects them as well because of
the deep connection they have with one another, and because they consider one another to be
more like a family rather than peers who are all part of the same student organization.
Our Collective Action: Creating a Virtual Platform Through Storytelling
Although the personal reflection is often done through the eyes of the researcher, I
would not have been able to complete the data collection phase without the time and energy of
my co-participants. We collectively moved through this research project together, and I could not
have had such an introspective and mind opening experience without the vulnerability and
powerful stories of my co-participants. One of the major components in this session was
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creating a virtual magazine for co-participants to showcase their stories through art. Research
has shown us that there is a lack of spotlight that has been given to Latina leaders who are
constantly working tirelessly to create community and events for their student members.
Throughout our time together, I quickly understood that they are not given enough credit or
praise for the endless amount of energy and time they pour onto their student organization.They
hold so much power and love within themselves that I wanted the University community to see
and be proud of. For this reason, I wanted us to collectively engage in an interactive activity
through art and storytelling that similarly resembled the time we spent during our pláticas. Being
in the space with other student leaders was impactful and powerful. It was an honor to be able
to get to know the student leaders and listen to aspects of their life that have made them the
incredible people and leaders they are today. In Figure 2, their virtual pages can be found.
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Figure 2
Magazine Pages
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Recommendations
A significant theme that continued to arise during pláticas was the fact that there are
many students who want to be reached out to and be given the validation that they are not
alone in their higher education journey. To some, familiarizing themselves with the University
resources comes easy to them, however, there are many students who need to be made aware
of the available support and services they can utilize and more importantly, the individuals who
they can rely on for encouragement to thrive academically and personally.
In addition, as the University continues to make plans for the way they envision their
future, centering intersectionality in their faculty and staff recruitment plans would be extremely
beneficial for their increasing population of Latinx students. Three out of the four students who
participated in the pláticas are employed on campus. As they described their workplace culture,
students expressed feeling isolated, disconnected, and at times invalidated. They each had
White supervisors and although they said they were White women and showed them consistent
kindness, they felt that they couldn’t confide in their supervisors because of the evident
difference in upbringing and lifestyles,which automatically created a cultural barrier. Students
showed a deep appreciation and respect for the individuals who they could relate to, and
instantly felt safe and seen being in community with them. Sharing space with people who have
similar identities with them is beneficial for their holistic success. For this reason, it is important
that the pláticas do not end here, and instead become a regular practice. I had the honor of
witnessing the power and light each of the students brought into our plática and the positive
impact they each had from being and feeling united in the space together.
I believe it would be extremely beneficial to Latina identifying faculty, staff, and students
for the University to implement monthly pláticas that focus on a different topic of leadership. If
each session was hosted by different University faculty and staff, students could expand their
network and enhance their familiarity with individuals in power who have diverse backgrounds.
Many mentorships and support systems could arise with this consistent engagement that could
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be cultivated especially because participants shared that they usually have either one staff
member or just one space on campus where they felt connected to. By different staff and faculty
facilitating these crucial dialogues, we can collectively begin to fill the gap Latina student leaders
feel is missing for their continued leadership development. Having these be facilitated by the
different women of color who hold leadership positions on campus can help them foster
relationships with other USD community members, which is an important value that was
expressed throughout the pláticas. Lastly, I believe it is crucial that the University incorporates a
system that intentionally outreaches to Latina students and other underserved identities to
ensure they are aware and utilizing campus resources to increase retention rates amongst this
population of students and to ensure we are working together in enhancing their holistic
success.
Limitations
Upon learning about the leadership development of Latina student leaders, I noticed
certain limitations arise as I moved through the data collection process. One of the most evident
limitations was the small pool of co-participants that engaged in the pláticas. Although there
were two additional students who initially accepted the invitation to participate in this study, with
student leaders having multiple responsibilities and roles throughout the University and outside
community, they unfortunately were not able to commit to the time I had allocated for the
pláticas. As Iengaged in the pláticas with co-participants, they shared the reality of being a
student leader of a Latina student organization, and the fact that they are responsible for
completing tasks that are often outside of their role’s description, often times, because of the
lack of support they receive from University staff. It was interesting to listen to co-participants
share this reality, and then think back to the two students who respectfully declined their
participation in the study because of the demands they are working to meet in their leadership
roles. It was a full circle realization moment, where it truly made me aware of the accountability
that must be put on the University to extend enhanced support services for their student
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leaders. This space was ultimately supposed to be a space for co-participants to center their
stories, and share ideas and ways they want to be better supported by the University. Yet, how
can we fully do this when many students are too tied up with their never ending responsibilities.
Although the stories co-participants shared are extremely important to amplify, it is
important to recognize the fact that their experiences are not monolithic. Although there are
many components to these experiences that others can relate to, it would be wrong to assume
every Latina student leader holds the exact experience as this group of students and shares the
same feelings. For this reason, it makes me think about just how important it is to continue
hosting and expanding the pláticas. It is crucial that more Latina student leaders are included in
the dialogue, especially from different and diverse Latinx backgrounds. This will allow others to
learn and compare the different forms of cultural capital that exist and how the student leaders
incorporate these values into the leadership roles they hold. This can ultimately be analyzed by
the University in learning how to lend the necessary forms of support to student leaders. In
addition, I think it would be interesting to compare and analyze the experiences and leadership
development of Latina identifying leaders who hold executive leadership roles in other
organizations besides Latina student organizations. Then, one can gain more clarity in
understanding the specific areas of student organizations that need extra support and attention.
Conclusion
As I engaged in the pláticas with student leaders, I realized just how important it is to
create spaces where students are thriving. I learned that in order to increase retention rates
amongst Latina students, bridging the gap between student leaders and the University
administrators is crucial for the success. Providing them with a dependable network that allows
students to be vulnerable and validated as they go through their educational and personal
journey will have a long lasting positive effect on them as they move through their higher
education journey and following their graduation. While facilitating the discussion amongst
co-participants, I felt honored and grateful for this experience because I truly got to learn about
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the importance of creating a space for students to shine. In every session, co-participants
shared tears, laughed, and formed tight knit relationships with one another. As I observed the
dynamics of the group, it was clear that co-participants really enjoyed themselves in this space
because they were with others who just got "it", especially while being at a Predominantly White
Institution. It really made me realize that just like it is important for them to build community
within their organization, it is equally important and necessary that we provide spaces for them
to just sit in community and not have to do any labor to create it.
Being in the space with the student leaders was powerful and impactful not only for
myself, but for the other student leaders as well. As we concluded our final focus group, one
student closed out the platica by sharing her personal reflection, “being here is my favorite part
of the day... all the time.” As this was being shared, each of the members were emotional and
tears were rolling down each of our faces. “ I never would have expected the type of impact
your focus groups had on me. You provided a safe space that was so unique to any experience
I've had at USD. When I said they felt like therapy sessions, I wasn't joking. Through your focus
groups, I was able to reflect for the first time on the journey I've had at USD while developing my
own leadership skills. It was even more meaningful being able to do this during my last few
weeks before graduation.” Each of the co-participants and I formed deep relationships with one
another as we engaged in vulnerable and trusting topics and conversations. I feel very fortunate
that I was able to put theory into practice while undergoing this research project. By challenging
myself to facilitate dialogues amongst students, I learned so much about my own leadership and
the values I want to center in my own work as a practicing student affairs professional. It is
important for me to continue leading intentional projects and initiatives that will ultimately have a
direct and positive impact on students’ holistic success and development.
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Appendix A
Informed Consent

University of San Diego
Institutional Review Board
Research Participant Adult Consent Form
For the research study entitled:
“¡Arriba Las Mujeres!: Incorporating Self Care Practices, Pláticas, and Testimonios to
Enhance Leadership Development amongst
Latina Student Leaders”
I. Purpose of the research study
Alandra Sánchez is a graduate student in the Master of Arts in Higher Education Leadership
program at the University of San Diego. You are invited to participate in an action research
study she is conducting. The purpose of this study is to: amplify the stories and experiences of
Latina student leaders at the University of San Diego, to discuss the ways in which culture
impacts Latina student’s leadership style, and which resources Latina student leaders would
like to receive to enhance their leadership development.
II. What you will be asked to do
If you decide to partake in this study, you will be asked to: participate in three different focus
groups with other Latina student leaders. The focus groups will be held for one hour. During this
time, you will have the opportunity to engage in a discussion with other undergraduate Latina
student leaders in sharing your leadership background, your experience as a Latina student
leader at the University of San Diego, along with sharing the ways you feel culture has shaped
your leadership style. In the last focus group session, participants will be working towards
creating a hard copy magazine where they can share about their leadership experiences. Only
with your consent will this be shared with others at the 2022 Spring Action Research
Symposium. You can choose to include your name and story in this section, solely focus on the
experience of being a Latina student leader at the University of San Diego, or choose to not
participate in this portion of the study with no penalty.
III. Foreseeable risks or discomforts
My intent is for participants not to incur harm. Sometimes when people are asked to think about
their feelings, they feel sad or anxious. If you would like to talk to someone about your feelings
at any time, you can call toll-free, 24 hours a day:
· San Diego Access & Crisis Hotline, at 1-888-724-7240
· Free San Diego Confidential Phone Service, at 211
· Urgent Mental Health Concerns at University of San Diego, 619-260-4655
*press 1
· University of San Diego Department of Public Safety, 619-260-2222
I will also be providing hard copies of the campus and community resources at every focus
group session.
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Since we will all be meeting in person in one location, I will be sanitizing the space with cleaning
supplies to take extra precaution against COVID-19. I will also provide personal protection
equipment to ensure the safety and well-being of all my co-participants. It is necessary that I
take all possible precautions to ensure participants' care and safety. In the case that we may
have to quarantine, I will conduct virtual focus groups on Zoom.
IV. Benefits
While there may be no direct benefit to you from participating in this study, the indirect benefit of
participating will be knowing that you helped create a better understanding of the leadership
development amongst Latina student leaders at the University of San Diego. By participating in
this study, you helped the researcher have a greater awareness of the resources and services
Latina student leaders need to need to enhance their leadership at the University of San Diego
V. Confidentiality
Any information provided and/or identifying records will remain confidential and kept in a locked
file and/or password-protected computer file in the researcher’s office for a minimum of five
years. All data collected from you will be coded with a number or pseudonym (fake name). Your
real name will not be used. The results of this research project may be made public and
information quoted in professional journals and meetings, but information from this study will
only be reported as a group, and not individually.
The information or materials you provide will be cleansed of all identifiers (like your name)
and may not be used in future research.
VI. Compensation
If you participate in the study, you will receive a five-dollar gift card to Starbucks. You will receive
this in person, on the day the last focus group is held. In case of us moving our study online, it
will be emailed to you. You will receive this compensation even if you decide not to
complete the entire focus group session.
VII. Voluntary Nature of this Study
Participation in this study is entirely voluntary. You do not have to do this, and you can
refuse to answer any question or quit at any time. Deciding not to participate or not answering
any of the questions will have no effect on any benefits you’re entitled to, like your health
care, or your employment or grades. You can withdraw from this study at any time
without penalty.
VIII. Contact Information
If you have any questions about this research, you may contact either
1. Alandra Sanchez, Principal Investigator:
USD Email: alandrasanchez@sandiego.edu
2. Dr. Kecia Brown, Faculty Advisor:
USD Email: keciabrown@sandiego.edu
Audio Recording: Additional Consent
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An audio recording will be made of you during your participation in the study. The audio
recordings will only be used for data collection purposes and transcript analysis. Records will
not be shared and will be deleted upon completion of the project.
In addition to consenting to participate in the research study, you may choose to sign or NOT
sign the statement below.
I hereby give permission to the audio recording for this research study to be used only for data
collection purposes. I understand that this audio recording will not be publicly released or
shared and will be deleted upon completion of this project.
I have read and understand this form, and consent to the research it describes
to me. I have received a copy of this consent form for my records.

Signature of Participant

Date

Name of Participant (Printed)

Date

Signature of Investigator

Date
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Appendix B
Site Permission Request
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Appendix C
Flyer
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Appendix D
Site Permission Letter
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Appendix E
Focus Group Script

Upon beginning each focus group session, every co-participant will be asked to only address
one another by pseudonyms to protect the privacy of every co-participant.

Cycle

Action

Description

Cycle 1
(January)

Plan

●

First “Brown Girl Hour” meeting: Engaging in Pláticas
Together

Observe
(what)

●

Every participant will be asked to introduce themselves
(name, year, hometown, interests,hobbies, the pseudonym
they want to be referred to as)
Participants will share their leadership experience
(organizations they are members of within the university and
will be asked if they are members of community
organizations)
Each member will share their leadership style, and why they
may feel they hold that role

●

●
Reflect
(why)

●
●
●
●
●
●

Act (how)

Cycle 2
(February)

Plan

●

The number of participants joined
The amount of students who joined the study
Think about how I can increase participants/ reasoning
behind the number of student participants (reflect on the
possibilities if high or low)
If more students are involved within organizations in/outside
of student organizations
The types of leadership styles the participants hold
Observing the group dynamic

●

Based off the group dynamic, incorporate more community
building activities
If participants are hesitant to share, act on ideas of how to
center community, and ensure a safe space is evident and
felt for all participants

●
●

Brown Girl Hour pt 2: Cultural Artifact Sharing
Asking the group to answer the following questions:
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Observe

●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

Reflect

●
●
●
●

Why do students feel this way?
In what ways, if any, do students feel supported
How does the university listen to their needs?
In what ways can university officials consistently catch
up/check in with students' ever changing needs?

Act

●
●

Ensure clear communication is present with co-participants
Directly inform student participants that participation in the
magazine portion of the study is completely optional, and
they can choose to have their identity protected
Reassure co-participants that they can choose to opt out of
the study at any time, and their choice will be completely
respected with no penalty

●

Cycle 3
(February)

How is their cultural artifact related to their leadership style?
In what ways do cultural aspects present themselves in the
organization?
In what ways is the culture that exists in your organization
similar and different to the overall culture at the University of
San Diego?
How do they feel their organization is perceived by the
university?
How would they like their organization to be perceived?
How often are they in communication with the university?
Do they feel that they can rely on the university for support
and direction?
Who is an advisor/ counselor/ faculty/ staff member they
confide in?
Do they feel the university consistently advocates for them?

Plan

Observe

Brown Girl Hour: Creating the Magazine Together
● Gathering all the materials for participants to create a
magazine
○ Art supplies
●
●
●
●
●

Reflect

●
●
●

Observe the actions, feelings, emotions co-participants
share/ direct towards other student leaders as they partake in
the magazine creation process
Are they supportive of one another?
What stories do they want to be shared in this magazine?
Who inspired them to pursue a leadership position?
What factors play a role in their continuous leadership
practice?
What are common themes in the stories being shared?
What topics are not being discussed?
How did the group grow closer/ distant throughout the three
cycles?

73

Act

●
●
●

Assemble the magazine together
Showcase their stories (with a signed consent form)
Inform university officials about the project/ make it available
for them

